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Executive Summary 
Large agricultural development projects often struggle to achieve impact because they lack cost-
effective systems for capturing regular feedback from implementers and beneficiaries. Even when they 
use a participatory approach, they cannot easily take into account a large range of farmers’ needs and 
make them specific. The 5Q approach makes monitoring, evaluation and impact assessment of 
development projects significantly easier. It can also help to achieve impact. In Phase 1, we showed 
how 870 farmers can provide actionable feedback in just 15 minutes at a cost of 25 cents per farmer. 
5Q complements traditional methods with low-cost ICT tools to ask sets of 5 “smart” questions to all 
stakeholders at regular intervals throughout the project cycle. It provides near real-time feedback on 
what’s going well and what needs to be improved to ensure the success of the project. Specifically, the 
5Q approach moves from simply collecting data to using data from multiple sources to give a clearer 
idea of the knowledge, attitudes, and skills that exist and that are required for the success of the project. 
It is participatory research in its most contemporary form. 
During the 18-month pilot phase in Tanzania, 5Q was conceptually developed, and technological 
barriers to asking thousands of farmers for feedback were overcome. Through pilot testing in the 
climate-smart village Lushoto, we have shown 5Q to be cheap, effective, and attractive to large-scale 
development projects. Detailed results are presented in this report. 
1. What is the 5Q approach? 
5Q is about asking stakeholders much more frequently about what their needs and perceptions on 
activities carried out within a project are and how a specific project can serve them: it’s about reducing 
the costs of monitoring and increasing the benefits for end-users, you are responsive to emerging 
opportunities and responsive to the needs of the final beneficiary. 
Less is more: ask just 5 simple but smart questions! 
As opposed to more traditional tools of monitoring and evaluation of projects, 5Q acknowledges that 
all of the learning is happening during the project and that’s when it’s really available. Simple sets of  
5 questions form the basis of the methodology. 
Our main assumption is that 5Q can be a cheap, efficient, and highly-effective monitoring and 
evaluation tool that can be used to improve the performance of projects and improve the likelihood of 
positive impacts. 
5Q uses “feedback rounds” as a new approach to monitor the progress. These are short, simple surveys 
based on 5 questions asked at regular intervals; through automated voice-surveys and local technicians 
speaking directly to farmers using a mobile application filling the surveys. 
5Q was designed by a team of specialists in the areas of: gender; impact and evaluation; geospatial 
analysis; farming systems; environmental services; climate change; communications; and knowledge 
management. 
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The idea 
 
Monitoring agricultural development projects using 
traditional tools like focal groups is costly (Frankel and Gage, 
2007) and often only cover a small sample of the target 
number of beneficiaries. Further, they often represent the 
most vocal farmers (thus excluding marginalized groups 
such as women and youth) and therefore do not establish 
the wide-ranging needs of individual stakeholders. 
Due to these constraints, project evaluations are often 
undertaken after projects have finished making it too late to 
make improvements. Even when impact assessment is 
considered from the beginning, such activities usually do not 
take into account farmer/participant feedback 
systematically.  
 
The 5Q approach (Figure 1) complements the traditional tools for monitoring and evaluation as well as 
for impact assessment, by adding cost-effective ICT tools, a set of 5 “smart” questions asked frequently 
to all stakeholders throughout the project cycle, and a sampling technique for showing statistical 
significance of the results. The 5Q approach (1) is a massive data collection effort that captures feedback 
from all participants involved in the project at low cost, (2) analyzes the data and generates graphics so 
that the feedback can be visualized in innovative ways to stimulate discussion, and (3) systematically 
shows the near-real time changes for effective adaptive management of development projects. 
 
Figure 1. The 5Q methodology embedded into a traditional monitoring process and tools (dashed lines representing traditional ways of 
impact assessment). 
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The 5Q platform ensures the design and operation of systematic feedback loops that call for 
accountability/responsibility of all stakeholders involved (Pulvino & Sanborn, 1972; Frankel & Gage, 
2007; Singh et al., 2014), from the donor and the implementing actors, to farmers as final beneficiaries.  
By integrating the 5Q approach and platform into your own monitoring and evaluation processes, you 
implement a beneficiary-driven adaptive management system that can help maximize impact. By 
permanently listening to the needs of the beneficiary you are responsive to emerging opportunities 
throughout the project. The assumption is that this leads to greater and better bottom-line 
development impact. 
The 5Q feedback system 
The 5Q approach incorporates feedback mechanisms to build an evidence base that improves decision 
making, adoption and impact.  The approach is complementary to traditional methods of M+E by 
increasing the frequency of stakeholder consultation to understand how project activities are 
impacting, providing timely information for corrective action.  It also generates transparency in projects 
between donor, project implementer and end-users, allowing all actors in the project to see the results. 
Whilst 5Q is a simple concept, large agricultural development projects often struggle to adequately 
build in feedback mechanisms between project implementers and beneficiaries because of a lack of 
appropriate means of receiving feedback regularly and cost-effectively. Through a Theory of Change 
(ToC), decision points are identified for systematically building evidence from multiple sources in order 
to feed into an improved decision.  
The 5Q approach uses a combination of smart ICT tools jointly embedded on a technical platform. It 
uses the Geocitizens framework (Geocitizen.org) as a technological platform and includes a mobile 
application 5Q manager for data collection, a web platform for managing 5Q projects, and it connects 
to external services like votomobile platform (votomobile.org) through an application program 
interfaces (API) to operate cost-effective automated voice-response surveys. The wide range of 
available ICT tools makes the 5Q Feedback system flexible and cost-effective. 
 
Accountability of and feedback from all stakeholders can provide more evidence on ways to make 
things work, or to identify things that have gone wrong. To make projects better targeted, data 
collection through 5Q is a cost-effective way to make monitoring and evaluation more responsive 
to changes and emerging opportunities. 5Q needs to be combined with other, more complex, 
feedback sources and does not replace (rather complements and reinforces) traditional ways of 
monitoring and impact assessment. The 5Q approach moves from simply collecting data to using 
data for building evidence on knowledge, attitudes, and skills for practice (KAS); it uses the data 
from multiple sources to tell a story about what is changing. 
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2. Activities carried out in Phase I 
We piloted the project in Tanzania, where we were 
working with communities from the climate-smart village 
Lushoto, established by the CGIAR Research Program on 
Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS). 
Our host project was promoting/testing sustainable 
agricultural practices (Box 1). First we clarified who the 
stakeholders were (Box 2) and established a timeline for 
the feedback rounds. A Theory of Change (ToC) was also 
developed for the host project, which defined the long-
term goals, and the steps necessary to achieving them. 
 
 
 
Box 1: Description of the host project 
The host project used to pilot the 5Q approach was funded by the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD) and implemented by CIAT and its Tanzanian partner 
organization: the Selian Agricultural Research Institute (SARI). In Lushoto district, Northern 
Tanzania, the host project carried out trainings and farmer-managed demonstration plots to 
enable wide-scale adoption of sustainable agricultural practices. 5Q was used to monitor the 
implementation process and adoption by farmers in the same village and subsequent adoption 
in neighboring villages. Characteristics of the Pilot project: The project seeks participatory 
evaluation of Climate-Smart Agriculture practices (CSA) and to identify barriers and enablers for 
“wide-scale adoption" of CSA practices. This was done by carrying out the following field 
activities: (1) Organize trainings on CSA practices for farmers carried out by external experts; (2) 
Demonstration on farmer plots implementing CSA practices for soil conservation and improved 
productivity. Groups of farmers visit and work together on these plots and learn of their success 
and the how-to and go back and multiply the CSA practices in their own farms; (3) Farmer-to-
farmer informal networks promote the use of these particular CSA practices in other villages. 
The main expected change in knowledge, attitudes and skills (KAS) was planned to be reached 
in the first phase of the host project (within 5Q project lifetime). 
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Box 2: Defining the stakeholder groups 
Farmers: 5Q was able to reach over 1000 farmers involved in the pilot project, using an initial 
database with approximately 500 registered farmers from villages that had participated in 
previous workshops and trainings as a starting point, the 5Q team extended the farmers 
database by further 500 farmer from surrounding villages. With the entire group, a baseline 
survey was conducted to collect demographic information about the farmers which was then 
linked to all following 5Q rounds.  
Technicians: 4 technicians from the local agricultural district extension service were interviewed 
using 5Q. They are all based in Tanzania and work on a day-to-day basis with the farmers. 
Through the inclusion of the technicians in the 5Q rounds, we wanted to understand how and if 
the technicians and the project managers coordinate and communicate the design of the 
demonstration.   
Project managers: Six project managers were selected for the 5Q rounds. Including the project 
managers provides information on whether they think the feedback received is useful and, if 
necessary, where improvements can be made. 
Project donors: A total of three individuals from the donor organization were selected for the 
5Q rounds in order to improve the transparency and inclusion of the donors in the project. 
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Theory of Change (ToC) 
The ToC focuses on mapping the logical sequence of a project from a product’s inception to its delivery 
(the ‘product’ then refers to the activities; the product or output; the outcome or results and the 
impact). The methodology makes explicit the assumptions of how and why changes would occur in the 
users when they receive a new technology. Furthermore it is a planning tool for research as a knowledge 
management intervention: it can be used to plan a project and, at the beginning of a project, to define 
the results wanted to achieve (the changes wanted in your next users); the products that you need to 
give to your user; and the activities needed to build your products. In the case of 5Q, we used this 
methodology to define the desired changes in the farmers’ practices as well as their knowledge, attitude 
and skills (KAS – with KAS being an indicator toward a change in practices) that would be reached 
through the implementation of the host projects. The ToC was also used to design the 5Q questions to 
monitor those changes.  
Testing the 5Q hypothesis in Tanzania 
We compared two options for collecting feedback in order to assess which one was the most effective 
to get feedback:  
• Local technicians speaking directly to farmers to obtain the answers to the 5 questions and filling 
the survey using a mobile phone application.  
• An automated, voice-activated mobile phone service, whereby farmers receive calls asking them 
to answer the 5 questions (making use of the VOTO Mobile platform). 
During the design of the methodology, the team decided it would be more culturally effective to engage 
local technicians to speak directly to farmers. Also, it was decided to use different methods for different 
stakeholder groups to communicate the feedback, initially videos were planned, however due to time 
and budget constraints it was decided to use online-surveys for project implementers, and interviews 
carried out by emails or phone calls with donors.  
A first step was the training of technicians from the local agricultural district extension service in the 
use of a mobile phone application (CSA Implementer) developed by CIAT in a prior project. After this 
first training and field testing, technicians made recommendations for improvements of the mobile 
phone application, which resulted in the inclusion of multi-language functionality to provide local 
languages in the user interface and survey questions for technicians, amongst others. The first round of 
5Q surveys started in March 2015, one month after the second training on the demonstration plots. 
The five questions of the first round were designed around the changes in KAS about the specific CSA 
practice shown at the training (in the case of the first round of 5Q this training was on compost manure), 
attitude measured in the perception of the benefits of doing this practice/utility, skills necessary to 
conduct this practice, the want/need for more information and the intention of long term adoption (for 
a full list of the questions asked, please see Figure 2 or download the  infographic). 
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First round of 5Q (March–April 2015) 
 
Figure 2. First round of farmers result. 
Farmers: We surveyed 50% of the farmers using the mobile phone application on tablets carried out by 
technicians, and 50% through automated voice surveys using VOTO Mobile. After having completed the 
five questions, respondents were divided into groups (for more details, please see the infographic).  
• Despite the majority of the farmers mentioning they had heard of manure composting, most 
farmers responded that they were not using the practice, even though they consider it beneficial 
for their farm.  
• Demonstration plots were pointed out to be the best way of receiving information on the 
practice (compared to text messages, radio, from other farmers).  
• The gender division between the various groups showed that women make up the majority in 
the group that have not heard of the practice and are not using it. 
Technicians mentioned that: 
• They did receive information from the project managers on the learning sessions before doing the 
training and demonstration of the compost-manure practice  
• They were involved in the design of the demonstration trainings. Although one of them mentioned that 
he would have liked to receive the information at least 2 weeks prior to the visit.  
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• They think that learning about compost manure does address farmers’ needs since it is important for 
soil fertility in Lushoto, though having several other options would help improve their productivity 
further.  
• They also mentioned that methodology used during the demonstration was locally appropriate. 
• See this link for the infographic on the results. 
Project Managers/Donors received a short explanation of the 5Q approach through a 2 minute 
whiteboard animation as well as infographics communicating the results from the 5Q’s with the farmers 
and the implementers. A week after this, they were send a 5Q online-survey, asking for their feedback 
on the information received.  
• Both the project manager as well as the donor mentioned that the receiving of feedback on the project 
was very useful. 
• They would like to find out why farmers report that they cannot undertake manure composting even 
though they consider it beneficial for their farms and why it is mostly male farmers who are doing it.  
• Concerning the technicians’ feedback the project managers mentioned that the technicians’ responses 
seem to be much more positive than the farmers’, and that it was worthwhile finding out why the 
approach seems to work better for implementers than for farmers.  
• The project managers mentioned that with the feedback received they would like to look into the 
constraints that hinder information flows and adoption of agricultural practices; conduct more 
demonstration trainings since farmers expressed a preference for these, and conduct further analysis 
on gender differences. However, before making actual changes in their project, they said they would 
need more time with farmers to understand why they cannot implement manure composting on their 
farms.  
Second round of 5Q (August-October 2015) 
Farmers: As mentioned before, after the first round, farmers were divided into five different groups, 
depending on how they answered the questions in the first round. In the second round, each group 
received a tailored set of five questions. 
• For example, those of group A (I have heard of the practice and am still using it) received a 5Q 
measuring whether they are still using the practice;  
• Group B (Have heard of the practice but not able to do it) received 5Q to measure whether they 
started using the practice;  
• Group C (Not doing the practice, but interested in receiving information) received a 5Q measuring 
whether they now have received information and/or visited the workshop; etc. (for a full list of the 
questions asked, please see this infographic).  
• For those who gave notice that they stopped using the practice, the 5Q was intended to understand 
their reasons. After this second round with farmers, 5Q was able to show some preliminary changes 
in the adoption rate and behavior of the practice between the different farmer groups. See Figure 
3 on the 5Q Feedback rounds from farmers in Lushoto after trainings and demonstration plot 
activities of the host-project, showing farmer’s adoption of the CSA practice of manure composting 
during time. 
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Figure 3. Farmers' adoption of CSA practice of manure composting during time. Farmers’ are aware of the practice (blue) or not aware 
(orange) moving over time to having interest on the practice (light green), having the necessary knowledge (red) or doing the practice 
(dark green). For farmers’ that did not respond (hatched) the survey will be repeated in the next round (grey). 
Technicians mentioned that they: 
• Had received information on the training beforehand.  
• However, they would have used different strategies to promote the sustainable agricultural 
practices to those farmers that didn’t participate in the workshop.  
Project managers: The second round of 5Q with the project managers was intended to measure the 
same questions as during the first round. Having more detailed information on adoption rates and 
reasons from the farmers, this feedback was intended to guide the project managers into the M&E for 
their project and to make decisions of possible changes in their project. The most useful information, 
according to the project managers is: 
• What prevents the farmers from using the practice,  
• Which practice they find most useful and  
• Whether they shared the information on the practice.  
• The managers mentioned that they intend to use the information for the design of their next 
project;  
• However, to truly make changes in the project, more financial resources would be needed.  
5Q Symphony 
After the two rounds of 5Q, the “5Q Symphony” (Figure 4) was created to visualize the planned 
monitoring and feedback process and the way the order of the surveys within the different stakeholder 
rounds was set up, in a smart way. This visualization is done in the form of a musical composition, 
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showing stakeholder groups as horizontal lines, the short surveys as notes, the different 5Q rounds as 
musical beats, and the lines showing relationships and information delivery of feedback. 
 
Figure 4. 5Q Symphony visualizing the planned monitoring and feedback process during project implementation. 
Internet and Communication platform 
This visualization was then extended into the 5Q web platform, developed to be the central point for 
data collection and sharing of 5Q feedback and results (to access use “user: guest  password: 
5qapproach”).  
• The 5Q platform consists of user and information management as an open database structure and 
scaleable cloud-storage for data and application and is used by a trained 5Q team member.  
• Other 5Q project users can be granted access for viewing results as well as summarized and 
processed information in charts,  
• The general public has access to the part of the project information and results that has been 
authorized by the 5Q manager for public viewing.  
• The platform is the first step in the direction of a business implementation of 5Q, in order to make 
it a self-sustainable approach, charging a subscription fee to cover operational costs. 
Communications and Knowledge Sharing 
The 5Q team has undertaken various actions to publish progress and results from the 5Q project in 
order to involve a larger audience in the development of the approach, as well as to be transparent 
about the project. For example: 
• The use of Powtoon to explain the methodology of 5Q 
• Video combining views from the scientists and developers, as well as feedback from the farmers in 
Lushoto, Tanzania and a 5Q Picture album, being used in various outreach materials, and photos 
from the pilot area 
• Blogposts on both the Decision and Policy Analysis (DAPA) and CIAT websites: June-2014, March-
2015, July-2015  
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• Launch of a Facebook Page and launch of a Twitter handle to involve larger audiences in the 
development of 5Q. 
The 5Q team participated in a knowledge sharing event organized by Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
in Seattle, USA in May, 2015, as well as in the Grand Challenges Meeting organized in Nairobi, Kenya in 
August, 2015. Here, we shared our methodology with other interested teams. Furthermore have we 
presented the 5Q methodology in various internal conferences e.g. in this year’s ICT4D conference 
organized at CIAT. Furthermore has the tool been integrated in the prize-winning proposal of Seeding 
Citizen Knowledge, awarded by the ClimateCoLab initiative of the MIT. 
Application of 5Q to other pilots outside Grand Challenges Explorations 
CIAT and the Colombian Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MADR) has shown an interest 
in the use of the 5Q approach. An initial pilot has been made with one of the ongoing projects in 
Cordoba (northern Colombia) to collect feedback on agroclimatic prognostics for maize and rice 
farmers. Please refer to this link to see the main results. However, further outscaling, both 
geographically as well as in the variety of feedback collecting tools, needs to be further investigated. 
3. Challenges and lessons learnt 
Showing the benefit of 5Q 
One of our first challenges in implementing the 5Q approach in a small pilot was the integration of the 
methodology. We realized that 5Q needs to help raise the awareness of project leaders in order to 
foster the use of smart and effective approaches to monitoring and impact assessment of smart and 
effective approaches instead of or in addition to traditional ways of monitoring and impact assessment. 
Questions 5Q should ask itself are, “What do the project managers intend to do with the feedback? 
What would they change and/or what not?” 
Missing ToC 
The host project was also a pilot project, resulting in some internal struggles with their own 
methodology and not being able to meet deadlines they initially established. Furthermore, using the 
ToC it appeared that the project did not have its objectives and activities clear, making it a challenge to 
develop a 5Q around it. A lesson learnt is that, in case this is not done by the implementer himself, any 
5Q project needs to start with the design of a ToC. 
Complexity 
As pointed out before, each round of questions categorizes farmers into different groups, resulting in 
more groups for each round of 5Q. To safeguard the simplicity of the 5Q tool it is key to keep an 
acceptable number of sub-groups. 
Data collection methods 
Each 5Q for each project is different, where the data collection methods used by 5Q depend primarily 
on a) resources available, b) ease of use by stakeholder groups, c) use of data, and d) how the data will 
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be used and e) what kind of data quality is needed. Establishing consistent channels for collecting data 
on a regular basis is a crucial part of establishing the 5Q approach the change process. 
ICT technology adoption of farmers 
During our first automated voice-surveys, the response rate of farmers was very low (less than 10%). 
We identified 2 main reasons: a) farmers were sharing mobile phones and several farmers registered 
using the same number in the database; b) farmers didn’t know the exact reason for the call. In 
consultation with the service provider and implementing partner in Lushoto, we adopted various 
strategies, helping us to increase survey participation significantly (more than 50%):  
• We talked to village leaders and they were informing farmers that we going to call them to collect 
their feedback on demonstration trainings; 
• We sent a text message 30 min before doing the phone-survey so that farmers could be prepared 
and ready for the call; 
• We selected recommended hours during the day where farmers are more likely to be available for 
receiving the call and; 
• We informed farmers about the feedback activities during other trainings and workshops in the 
region held by our host project.  
Generally farmers liked being engaged in surveys in this way, saying it is easier for them to respond to 
a 3-minute phone call than face-to-face, which is more time-consuming. 
Training 
We realized that even though the 5Q approach is simple and effective the team behind the 5Q tool 
needs to receive training on how to use and interpret the 5Q platform independently. 
Gender-sensitive data 
Often, family members (men and women) share one mobile phone, preventing us from receiving 
detailed gender information. However, after the second round, demographic questions were asked 
before the official 5Q, stating the age and gender of the respondent.  
Statistical proof 
Since the pathway to impact is a long process, within the timespan of the first phase we have not yet 
found a way to show statistical proof of using 5Q for monitoring impact. However, according to the two 
rounds with project managers, the feedback has given them food for thought on their project and 
(minor) changes will be made in the near future. 
4. Further information 
5Q platform     http://5qapproach.org 
Video team presentation   https://goo.gl/ff3G9A 
Video next steps and Phase II proposal https://goo.gl/KCGmbp 
Story map     http://arcg.is/1Qb5PX6 
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